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By DENRY KAMM .
Special to The New York Timey
VIENTIANE, Laos, March 15
~—The tough and fierce Meo
mountain {ribesmen of Laos, re-
“treating before the North Viet«
namese invaders, arc nesring
the end of the mountaing and
the lmits of their strength,
Their survival in their tradition«
al pattern of life bas become a
" .matter of concern to them and
to their friends.
The Meo, who in their figh€
“against the North Vietnamese

are supported and advised by -

the United States Central Intels
-ligence Agency, have been mov«
ing southward from deep within
China for centurigs——nomads.of
“the . highlands, slashing and
burning rice fields out of the
wooded raountainsides and mov-
- .Jng on when the soll i3
exhausted. : .
" Hostile pressure has sowe-
-times speeded their southward
move, but there have always
been mountains ahead of them,
Now the-advance, of the North
Victnamese, coming out of the

region of their own Meo fuinori- |

ty around Dieubienphu during
“the last-decade, has steadily
| driven the Mso of Laos to the
south and the west until they

of the mountains. )

Stretching abead to the broad
Mekong River lies the Vientiane
Plain. Beyond that is the flat
paddy land of Thailand, and
then the sea.

The Mco, a small people of
Chinesc appearance who are
easily distinguished from the
brown-skinned Laotians, find
the plain oppressively hot be-
cause they have always lived
at, heights up to 5,000 feet. Lur-
thermore, they have no taste
for.life in the larger communi-
tics of ths plain.

As the military situation de-
'teriorates, rockets have been

Tieng, the
that the Meo consider their last
bastion. The missiles have
shaken the faith of the Meo
because their most powerful
leader, Maj. Gen. Vang Pao, has
always told them that Long
Tieng is invulerable and that
Iwhen the war was won they
swould return northward tq the
ilands from which they have
been driven. . '

Last month the Mco again

the scttlements aroun

-|lcolumns

find themselves. near the edge!

falling almost daily on Long!

mountain redoubt :

set out for the Sou‘ﬂh,glfjﬁgg{ SV RER LS Dot

Tieng and trudging in thin}
through the mouu-g
tains. Americans who have,
long been close to the hiil tribej
—the name is pronounccd May;i
-oh—estimate that about 100,-1‘
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* “United brees Internationst
Maj. Gen. Vang Pao, who
told the Meo people Long
Cheng was invuinerable,
has been losing  their
. coufidence becanse of
; almost daily  attacks,

o

000 @are either on the move or
have temporarily stopped wan-
dering until their leaders tell
them to stay or until the encmy
draws near,

The heart of the arca around!
which they are gathering, the;
American-run- relief center of
Ban Xon, was struck last wesk
by enemy guerrilla squads;
Meo are nervous,

Americans have been closc!
to the Meo because the military:
interests of the United States
and the Meo leaders coincide,
and the United States has heen
feeding the Mco and arming,:
supplying and paying their]
;soldiers for yeurs. i

No Strong Allegiance

;. That has been done largely
outside ‘the Laotian Govern-
:ment’s channels because the
iMeo feel no strong allcgiance
‘to it and because direct dealings
have been found more efficicnt
in view ofthe burcaucracy and
corruption in Vientiane. Prince
Souvanna Phouma, the Premier,
a pragmatic man who values
the military efficiency thus

(' for almost all th

r iy Lacg Imperils the Svrvival of Keo Trits

Knowladgeable ohservers re-
port that the United Stales and
General Vang Pao ate the
sources of -what the ordinary
Meo neced to live. Permanently

depend  on the United  States
¢ necessities of

life. . : .
Wherever the Meo halt, for a
day or for months, United

States planes land or drop rice,
meat, medicines, building ma-
terials and clothing. The United
States is feeding and supplying
170,000 pcople—70 or 80 per
cent of the Meo---concentrated
in a smatl region of northern
L.aos ~ south of Long Tieng,
north of the Vientiane Plain
-and cast of the Mckong.
Until last March the supply
‘operations were centered in the

town of Sam Thong, created) s

as the administrative center of
the Xleo nation. by the United
States. Unemy attacks caused
it to he cvacuated, and the
~meration moved to the previ-

on the move as they are, they!

ously prepared site of Ban Xon,
‘ohoul 20 miles to the south-

jwesL. - .
Nows that the encmy has
istruck at Ban Xon, an altcrnate

site is under construction.
The Key Question Now

To many people sympathctic
to tha Mro the quastion is no
longer where to move them in
temnporary safety and how to
enable them to make -a new
stand against the North Viet-
namese and their Pathet Lao
I11lies but, rather, whether the
time has come to move them
out of the war while there are
stili enough men left to assure
the nation’s survival.

The mountain region that
General Vang Pao and Laotian
and American friends of the
Meo have in mind lies south-
cast of Long Tieng. It is thinly
settled by pro-Pathet Lao Meo,
with whont an accommodation
couid perhaps be reached. Gen-
cral Vang Pao hdas made such
temporary, local arrangements,
zlthough they were cventually
upset by the North Vietnamese.

The general, who effectively
replaced the traditional politi-
cal Meo chicltains by virtue of
tha power and patronage con-
ferred by the United States, Is
known as a moody man who
passcs mercurially from periods
of military optimism to spells
of deap depression, in which he
has frequently talked of leading
the Meo out of the war.

! white” and were exirausted and

S

for the first time ir such g set-
ting of a search for a haven
for his people. e drew a
gloomy picture of ike outkok
for the annnal! Con inunist dry-
season offensive th 1 gathering
strength and predicied the loss!
of Long Tieng.

General Vaig Pac i~ reported!
to be morc opti:ictic now,
buoyed by at leas. iour Thai
battalions and by ti.cec Laotian’
baltulipns from ot ¢» regious
that, under his corarand, are
participating effectively in the
defense of Long Ticug. ‘

That has rezulted ir. a halt in
the general souths a-d move,|
but the search for : l:sting so-
lution, if such can be found,

o
o

continues.
Examaple of the Ti»{ans

Chao Saykham, <who has
been Governor of Xi ~nkiiouang.
Province, a princip 1 center of
Meo life, for 26 years, was
found at his hom: ihe other
day reading a boo!. zhout the
fate of the Tibetan:. The Gov-
ernor, whose priscoly  title,
Chao, identifies hin &5 a mem-
ber of the former 10yal family,
of Xiengkhouang and not as a
Meo, said he was v ulying the
fate of another meariain peo-
ple defeated and cisplaced in
great numbers by a Communist
“war of national lil: :rotion.”

A responsibie Amcrican com-
mented that Chac Saykham,
widely respected as one of the
rare Laotian leadeis with a
sympathetic intere<t in the
mountain people, hod given vp
the fight. The Ameican added
that the Meo had been “bled

&
&

could -not be usked (o do much
more fighting. .
The ftribesmen; oy all ac-
counts, have been au good a
fighting force as {n¢ Laotian
Government has ha °, but their
losses have been e t-strophic.
The extent is dilfiei 't io deter-
mine becauss even ! :ir num-
bers are subject to veried esti-]
mates in this courntry, whosel
population is put at two million|
to thbree million. Gue.sos on the
number of Meo runap !
150,000 to 300,000. from
Even a brief vist tn a Meo
arca or group discloes one es-
sential fact: The ..umber of
able-bodied young rien is dis-
proportionately small ¢ smpared
with the numbers »f women
children and aged or invalid
men.
In the last decads

ording|

Last Jan. 16, at an annual
meeting with about 400 tribal
leadérs at Long Tieng, he spoke
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“Te
to knowledgeabla sy oa
000 men have beer
‘gctlon; the annual ra

of battle

continusa -



o estimate is available on
the number of civilians killed
in ihe nghhn'? but when the
fospital at Sam Thong was
..ncim,lmzraq tha chief medical
Tacility for ‘the Moo, about €,000)
soldiers and civilians wounded}
i military action were t*e:ié;od'
in a ycar. :

Apart from the toll of tho
fig! mn‘_ relinble sources roport
kudt the trauma of migration
lzads to a death rate of 15 per

cenb dn the first year. More-
over, the average Meo infant
mortality rate-~40 in 109 in

the fitst yoar of life—rises
steeply  during  unsetiied pc».
riods.

Since the North Victnarese
began their invasion of north-
ern Laos in forcs in the 1965-66
dry scason, the entire Meo
population has been -on the
move.

Gonorel Var'f
"ﬁtr
effort, nunbers mare than 10,-
Q0. Little by Litle the nuwmber
of other moun L'lhl tllD"bmed
larpely upl tand Tazo, has been
growing uxml the Mno are in a

inorit
';m.lwe Sqmmbe:' of 12-year-old
lend 13-year-old fighting men
in the General's forces, appear
even higher than among regti-
lar  Laotizn units. Although
there -is  no cffective draft,
youngsters are impressed under
clan and family pressure. ‘

“The older ones always sendi
their younger brothers,” said
Touby Ly xong. who - was the
uncmwnc«[ ‘king of the Meo”
until General Vanrf Pao became
the leader. “The little ones
are not afraid, but they cannot
tcarry the heavier arms. The
1kids bncom0 soldiers because
iat 18, the others marty and!
istart  worx y‘*" about  their
wives and children.”

The Moo ure polygamous,
with a n,lmm that consists
mainly of worship of the spirits
of their ancestors. General
Vang Pao heas four wives and
pe:haps 20 children,

Under the growing pressure
on the civilizn pc»pul tion, a
number of HMeo soldiers have
left their units to atlend fo
thzir fmu]m\ While it may be

Pao's army,

a formy of dosertion, itis con-
doned by Moo custom. It cm-
pnm,ccs to many hete, the

sed to find a solution.
“Phe mx >,.01 of whether the
sﬂttlcd oil Vd_'xc

lw- cona PSLlS 1” ],n-r
.lxbtlc, not ovly for reasens of
climate hui aiso because of the
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eppec-up  recruiting -
P s e 4if Long Tieng reiainc 11- Gov-

Jrent dry season,

b ¢ contend that time

and the expect:d vnwiinguess
of land-owners {0 make suffi-
clent land ayzilable for'so large
‘a group of what most. Laotians
‘regard as racially inferior fore
‘eigners,

Appeal to Thai King

Mr. Louby Lyiong, who has
lived in Vientiune for more
than a decade, is pessimistic.
'He unbuttoned his shirt to
show that he still gets a heat
rash.

He said he talked last year
to King Phumiphol Adullet of
Thailand about bringing the
Laotian Meo across the horder
and found tho King sympa-
thetic. The province of Saya-
boury, on the west bank of the
Mekong in Laos, has beer: men-
tioned by Gencra! Veng Pao,
Chao Saykham and others, but
only a few Mco huve scttled

:[there,

Nost obscivers belizve that
ernment hands theough tha cur-
the Mey will
return there until next yes~ But
many, including  Amcricans,
or temporize
ing measurcs hss run out,

“It js the Mco who lave
stemuned  the tide uniil now
while the people in Vientian

don't gtvc a damn.” Chao sd"k-

ham said. “Pily must have iis
turn.” .
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